committed to staying with teachers, administrators, and especially students for as long as the work of educating a single mind takes. And if one reads closely the writings of the philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, this work goes for eternity.
Levinas, who died in 1995 at the age of eighty-nine, is a particularly intriguing figure, although he is rarely read in education courses. Once aligned with Martin Heidegger, Levinas broke off all allegiances to his mentor for both philosophical and ideological reasons. But as one considers some of the tenets of his philosophy, one wonders whether in fact they do properly resonate in the lives of teachers.
The essence of the Levinas position, and possibly the teacher's position as well, is that there is a responsibility owed to the students. Well, owed isn't exactly what Levinas (1982 Levinas ( , 1985 writes. In fact what he says is that the greatest ethical act we can experience is to discover that we have taken responsibility for another. Notice the language. We do not will this sense of responsibility, we discover its presence in our own lives. The debt, as it were, and this is his word, of human responsibility for the other is never fulfilled, never paid back. As Levinas claims, it extends to eternity. And, as if this were not enough, let us be reminded in this context of the words of Jacques Derrida (in Steiner1990, page 92): "We did not choose this responsibility, it imposes itself upon us" (emphasis added).
Ethical behavior, this act of discovering that one has taken responsibility for another, which, one might argue, sits as the foundation of the didactic experience, does not for Levinas derive from logical reasoning. Nor does it Held Hostage by Our Students 3 sit somewhere in space ready, somehow, to be ignited. Rather, it appears to be born in the encounter with the stranger, the child, the student. We move, it could be said, toward this responsibility, just as we move toward the student, just as we move toward the other in the act of empathy. The encounter with the student, a complete stranger to us at the outset of the semester, causes us to feel a call, as it were, to our humanness. How logical therefore, that we say, I have been called to teaching, or teaching is my calling.
But how can this be so when, at the commencement of every classroom experience, we all as teachers stand before total strangers? Herein Levinas's (1982) response. He writes that because we are held hostage by the gaze of the stranger, how possibly can we harm the other who holds us hostage! Besides, as Christ taught, it is easy to attend to the loved one; more significantly, how does one treat the "stranger in our midst? Even as we are "held hostage" by the other we are in effect set free. Indeed, the acts of affirming the other, or sacrificing for the other, liberate both of us. Let us be reminded here that the word "hostage" derives from the words "lodging" and "pledge." In finding a lodging in your gaze, as long as I am here I shall find myself taking responsibility for you. Said differently, one derives a sense of self from the life one leads with another and the responsibility inherent in being held hostage by the other. Without this life force there cannot emerge a genuine knowledge and sense of self. Nor can there be anything in the society resembling genuine justice. Does this not sound like the ethical creed of a good teacher, and a good school?
What Levinas is referring to, of course, is that magical relationship between self without acknowledging you, and taking responsibility for you. In this way, finally, societies come to be formed, for in a sense they are nothing more than the "gathering together of those who speak and listen," (Donoghue, 2001 , page 53) a phrase, not so incidentally, that might well characterize the enterprise undertaken in so many schools we consider to be good, and just.
Something else Levinas proffers speaks, I believe, to the glorious role of the pedagogue, and pedagogy generally. The act of teaching is, in some transcendent manner, an act of affirmation of both person and intellectual pursuit. It is, perhaps, made possible by the receptivity to human stimuli, in turn made possible by acts of affirmation. It is not merely prior experience and knowledge that launches the teacher, but the discovery of the willingness, even the necessity to affirm the other. But this means that my Provocative words, summons, being held by the gaze, the calling of the other through affirmation, the taking of responsibility for another for eternity.
These are hardly the acts performed by those who stop but for a moment to examine an injustice, a wrongdoing, or a school or classroom that just may not be functioning in the most optimal fashion. They are more likely the acts of those persons committed to stay for eternity to ensure that a child is educated. And would you believe, I knew one of these eternal affirmers?
It hardly took a genius to recognize that the kid who always spoke up in Held Hostage by Our Students 6 class, appeared able to play with ideas, and enjoy class discussions, had a bit of a writing problem. Well, perhaps more than a bit. His sentences tended to drag on. Starting on Webster Avenue on Chicago's north side, they seemed to conclude in the mountains above Salt Lake City, Utah. But if their length caused a problem to the reader, the fact that the barely discernible ideas embedded within them were in no way connected, and that no coherent story ever properly emerged seemed not to trouble the young author. Why bother to help the reader glide from one idea to the next and follow a reasoned argument when one can simply leap about all over the place. The reader would do well filling in the blanks himself; it was an important part of the reading experience.
In fact, the writing style of this young man seemed reminiscent, somehow, of his reading disability. No matter how hard he tried, large sections of printed material never seemed to be incorporated into his brain. They just remained home like the half of the baseball squad that missed the team bus.
So how different was it to write with the same thought ravines and gulleys that emerged as well when reading. Poor kid, he was too early for the generation that offered up all varieties of linguistic hiding places meant to cover up these defective capacities. What he would have given for a phrase like, "Like, I mean, you know. Whatever." Besides, it takes too much energy to go back and examine whether anything you have written makes sense. And do you believe that decades later I find myself defending the student who I recognize as living with the same struggle I had, and still have. I smile and mutter the words, "You don't get it, teacher, because this is written in Held Hostage by Our Students 8 code. Believe me, the people it is meant for will grasp and treasure every syllable. They will have no trouble understanding it, and they will blossom from the experience merely of encountering it. Believe me, they won't mumble words like, 'Tommy, the opening paragraph alone has nineteen topic sentences. Besides, no other teachers ever told me they had problems with my papers.'" "The problem with you, Mr. Ellison, is you never could get into this brush with greatness idea. You always had to make it comprehensible, coherent, lucid. Why can't you teachers just let the words flow over you like sea water on a Puerto Rico beach?" I don't know whether the late Jack Ellison, our dazzlingly literate English teacher, read anything of Levinas. I am moved to say if he didn't, Levinas is probably the only significant writer he didn't read. But he knew about ethical behavior, the act of discovering that one has taken responsibility for another. Of this I can attest. And I am certain he would have agreed with the notion that it does indeed sit as the foundation of the didactic experience. I can attest as well to his profound appreciation of teaching as an encounter with the stranger, the child, the student. Me. Move toward the student, as one moves toward anyone in an act we label empathic? Let me assure you, he moved toward me. Moreover, he made it his business not to impose the way he constructed and recorded meaning, but instead to understand the way I constructed and transcribed meanings. He called me to him; he called me to reading and writing; he called me to learning.
"What I think we might do," he proposed, "is find some time and go across the street for a coke and talk about your papers." It's the oldest trick in the book; I do it myself in research on children: Offer them food and they'll follow you anywhere and tell you their life stories for as long as the fries keep coming. And so we crossed Clark Street to the coke place and sat at a table near the front windows and went over my writings. We did it often, and it seems as though we might well have examined every undeveloped idea and every miserable sentence, even the ones that started right there on the corner of Webster and Clark and concluded somewhere in the Wasatch Mountain Range of Utah. He undertook the tutoring project for no financial gain, and, given his characteristically modest and discreet manner, I doubt that one student ever knew I was receiving this special treatment. Which means that I shall never know how many others sat at that table with a coke paid for by Mr. Ellison, who knew full when I thanked him each afternoon at the conclusion of our work, that the thank you was meant for the coke, not the tutoring.
I cannot report that I remember all too much of those tutorials, but some memories of those sessions still adhere. I did learn to write better; no question about that. I pledged to make sentences travel no further than central Iowa. If there were going to be islands of ideas, bridges would connect them, even if they swayed a bit. He was right moreover: the adverb count could decrease by eighty percent without much of the power of the essay being lost. In truth, without all those adverbs the essence of the essay could be revealed. And yes, I had to agree that semi colons had not been invented to enable sentences to run across the Great Plains to the snow capped peaks of the west. And yes, when referral is spelled with four r's in the middle and commitment with three m's in a row, reading does feel a bit like being in a boat crashing into rocks; even small errors tend to pull the reader's attention away from the argument being formulated.
I always knew that he was working in my behalf, even when he tolerated interminable silences waiting for my response to one of his questions.
Utterly patient, he made it clear that if I didn't conjure up something, anything, the two of us would just die there in front of the tall windows.
Most important, I left feeling relieved that perhaps writing didn't have to be pretentious, and that I wasn't completely a fraud; his presence confirmed this. Just as it confirmed the fact, the hard scientific truth that I was not defective as I had always believed. The other person, Levinas writes, "is felt as a weight that I encounter pushing against me. . . a weight existing in my behalf." Mr. Ellison weighed in on my behalf. There were other weights, many of them depressive that I have worked diligently to overcome, but he was not one of these.
Educators speak these days of contemplative knowing, defined in part as genuine attentiveness, openness, and requiring the gift we begin to learn as adolescents of being able to sustain contradictions, even obverse propositions. How can a student who appears so smart, write so wretchedly?
The connection to another through the contemplative knowing of the other, it is alleged, yields experiences both erotic and insightful. Combined, Eros and insight result in a brand of love Levinas might have found compatible with the ethic of discovering that one has taken responsibility for the other.
Such was the brand of love I felt from Mr. Ellison, a brand that has stayed with me. I am, after all, writing of an experience that occurred half a century ago. His was neither a sentimental nor self-satisfying form of love; what he Held Hostage by Our Students 11 did he did for me. What he taught he taught for me. The two of us sitting there in front of the windows of the coke shop actually constitutes in my mind a way not only for teachers and students to interact, but a way of being in the classroom, a way of being in the world. These were genuine acts of education as well as self-transformation.
As students of contemplative knowing observe, the sort of instruction Mr.
Ellison offered brought forth knowledge and the unfolding of a young man's consciousness. Making these connections even more miraculous, is it not in the act of writing that one engages in the discovery of one's consciousness and hence one's identity? And do not these realms, consciousness and identity, constitute what Heidegger called the Eigenwelt, the mode of being in which the self is thrown against itself? These are the components of the conversations one has with oneself, or is it, with one's self. And the report of these conversations is what we call writing. So when we tell our students that writing reveals your thinking, it reveals the way you have put together the ideas upon which you are ruminating, we are barely skimming the surface of this sacred act that Alec Solomita (2010) has called "a precious activity." For writing makes possible self-talk, self-discovery, selfaffirmation, self-transformation, human character. It reveals, moreover, one's relationship with words, not to mention the encounters one has had with people whose existence confirms our very being. given up on my self, or completely turned my sense of self over to others. In an analogy to writing, it is as though I refuse to write a word, or conversely, plagiarize the entire assignment. Either way, I suffer from a lack of recognition, a lack of affirmation, a lack of care, Equally significant, the lack of care, the lack of that form of instruction that is both erotic and insightful When we speak of teachers helping young people find their voice, we mean at least two things. One is to aid the child in merely speaking out, believing in what they are holding in mind and sharing it with the world. A second meaning however, has to do with the internal operation required by the child to let his or her mind's eye focus on and then make sense of feelings, emotions, sentiments, many of which will not be held aloft by the human voice. They may be sung, they may be danced or painted. But mainly they are written. Poetry, someone wrote, is crying expressed in words. And so I put forth for consideration, that if the discovery of one's voice, in all its forms, requires the assistance of a guide, a teacher, then I am also advancing the notion that the final product of the internal operations is often non-verbal expression. Which means, that in recalling these powerful experiences of years ago, it is only natural that in some instances we should encounter merely the remnants of emotions and sentiment.
Of course there was Mr. Ellison's personality and wisdom, his speech patterns, his looks, his intellect, even his wardrobe. But the impact of those coke shop encounters is best described by these remnants of him that continue to reside within me in the form of intense feelings often emerging in writing, alas, as sentimentality. The predicate, after all, of my connection to him, was helping me with my writing, my thinking, my putting forth how I negotiated the world I shared with him, and the personal world for which each of us, ultimately alone, takes responsibility, This is Heidegger's Eigenwelt, the world of the self thrown against itself. It is the world of consciousness and identity, Heidegger wrote. And while surely it consists of our biological inheritance and the sum of all our encounters, it consists as well of those mysterious operations in which we seek to gain even minimal understanding of who we might be and become. For this understanding, we need the sort of caring guide both Vygotsky and Levinas described, the guide who somehow finds his or her way in to our very souls. And if this isn't magic, then what is? Even more, how does one experience it, much less proffer an accurate report of it?
So hopefully this explains why I cannot surrender the idea that as the writing goes, so goes fidelity, esteem, integrity, personal development, character. As the writing goes, so goes the way in which I construct reality for myself, not to mention the meanings I ascribe to this reality. As the writing goes, so goes Held Hostage by Our Students 18 the chance that someday I may discover that I have found the terrain of the ethical and taken responsibility for the other, and hence I am his weight, as he is now mine. As the writing goes, so goes the idea that I have discovered that life or death locus of justice in the world my father insisted I know about. As the writing goes, so goes the writer, and his tutor, but only for eternity. And the debt remains, unpaid, exactly as Levinas described.
I have no difficulty remembering the sweet face of Jack Ellison. I can see his skin, and hair, and his eyes still, and wonder does this vivid memory approach what Levinas had in mind when he spoke of being held hostage by the gaze of another? How simple it seems to observe that some people see us, while others look right past us, completely avoiding our gaze. Still others appear to see through us. But some, thankfully, see into us, and by doing so, permit us to write our ideas for them, and for ourselves. Genuinely affirming us, and our periodic reports, run-on sentences notwithstanding, these are the ones who hold us hostage for eternity. 
